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CONDITIONAL PROMOTIONS IN THE UNIVERSITY 
HIGH SCHOOL 



WALTER P. MORGAN 
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In many high schools it is the custom to have a specific grade 
which is known as the passing grade. If a pupil fall below this 
for the quarter, semester, or year, but keep above another specific 
grade which is only 10 or 15 points below this passing grade, 
he is allowed to go on with the advanced work temporarily. 
Some schools pay no further attention to this mark, provided 
that the pupil do standard work in the advance class for the 
first four or six weeks of the new quarter, semester, or year. 
If the pupil fail to do good work during this period, he must 
then go back and repeat the previous quarter's, semester's, or 
year's work. Other schools require such a pupil to take an 
examination at the end of four or six weeks after the new 
quarter, semester, or year opens and make a passing grade in 
the work which he was low in, or failing to do this, he must drop 
out of the advance class and take the work over. In either case 
such a pupil was given a "conditional" promotion. 

The advantages or disadvantages of such a plan have often 
been discussed but very little data have been collected on the 
point. What follows is an attempt to compile data which are 
now obtainable from the University High School records, and 
which show some results which have come from the plan in 
use there. The passing grade in that high school is 60 per cent. 
But if a pupil make a grade of 55 per cent he is given a condi- 
tional promotion and allowed to go on with the work of the 
following quarter for four weeks, at the end of which time, he 
is required to take an examination in the work of the subject 
for the last quarter and make a grade of 60 per cent or more, 
else he must drop the advance work and take the work of the 
previous quarter over. 
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In this investigation, the records of 147 pupils who have 
been given conditional promotions have been compiled with 
the hope that the accompanying figures will show some facts of in- 
terest. In selecting the cases for study, an attempt was made to 
get the record of the pupil for the quarter in which he made 
his first conditional and compare it with the record he made 
during the following quarter. It was thought that this might 
throw some light on the effect this conditional promotion had 
on the pupil. 

In looking at the results of such a system, it was believed 
that they might manifest themselves in two ways — academic 
standing and moral influence. To examine the first, it seemed 
fair to compare the total grades made during the quarter in 
which the conditional was made with the total grades made 
during the following quarter. Also it seemed fair to compare 
the number of conditionals and failures made during the first 
quarter with those made during the one following. Again, it 
was thought that the number of grades in which the standing 
was advanced during the second quarter over those of the first 
quarter might be compared with the number which were lowered 
and some conclusions drawn. It was decided to tabulate also 
the total number of conditionals and failures which these pupils 
had made during the time which they had been in school at the 
time the data were taken. The total number of quarters each 
pupil had been in school at the time was also taken. It was be- 
lieved that a comparison of the number of conditionals and 
failures with the number of quarters in school might be indica- 
tive of something. 

With these points in view a complete table was compiled 
for the entire 147 students whose records were being examined. 
Each pupil was given a number in the table and the points for 
consideration were set opposite. This table cannot be printed 
in full, but a few examples are taken from it and the points 
considered are arranged below in the same tabular form in 
which the entire table was made up; while the totals are for 
the entire table made up for the 147 students. 



240 



THE SCHOOL REVIEW 



The significance of some of the facts compiled in the table is 
emphasized by the six graphs herewith. 
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* No. 46 is an exception to the general rule. All of the cases examined except this one took the 
conditional examination when a condition was made. This one made two conditionals duringthe first 
quarter but he seems to have accepted one of them as a failure and to have neglected the examination. He 
either took the work over or else he dropped the subject. 

t The increase in grades made by the conditional examinations is tabulated in column four. This, 
in a way, represents work which was carried on during the quarter following that in which the first condi- 
tional was made and may, very properly, be added to the total grades of that quarter. Or at least, it 
would seem fair to add a large part of it. ,.,,., , 

X In this column is tabulated those grades which a pupil had in a subject m which he either failed 
outright during the first quarter or in which he failed on the conditional examination. _ In either case, 
he was repeating the work during the second quarter and came to the quarter with a decided advantage. 
Just what part of this should be deducted is a very difficult thing to say, but some of it certainly repre- 
sents work which is carried over as an asset into the second quarter and appears there in the grade for 
work carried during the second quarter. The column here mentioned is compiled only for what it is 
worth and has been given very little weight in the comparisons made. 



In general, the totals in the table do not seem to show that 
there is any final advantage in conditionals for each seeming 
advantage is offset by an equal or greater disadvantage. The 
following are some of the facts and deductions which seem 
to bear out this statement: 

1. The total grades made during the second quarter, that 
in which the pupil was striving to remove the conditional for 
the first four weeks, were less than that in which the conditional 
was made. Thus, his ability to do work does not seem to be 
improved by the plan (Fig I, A). 

2. These pupils show an improvement in their conditional 
subjects only by a total of 1,250 percents in those in which they 
were successful in removing the conditional. In other cases 
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they sometimes stood lower on the examination than the grade 
which they had been given at the end of the previous quarter. 
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Thus many made little or no effort to remove the conditional. 
If this total increase of those who succeeded be added to the 
totals for the second quarter it only exceeds the total for the 
first quarter by 685 percents. With this included, only 685 per- 
cents out of 3,585, as shown in column 6 of the table above, 
need be deducted to balance the second quarter with the first. 
This, certainly, is not an excessive discount for the knowledge 
carried over into the second quarter. Even now the second 
quarter does not seem better than the first (Fig 1, A). 

3. While there were 185 conditionals during the first quarter, 
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there were only 116 during the one following. This would 
seem to show an improvement during the second quarter, but 
it must be remembered that these 185 conditionals were made in 
a quarter in which the pupils were selected because they had 
made conditionals. It could not be expected that this same 
group of pupils would make as many conditionals each quarter 
as they did in the one which was selected because it had this 
special trait (Fig. 1, C, and 7 below). 

4. Of the 185 conditionals made this first quarter, the pupils 
were successful in removing 137 of them, or about 75 per cent 
of them. This would seem to show an advantage in the plan but 
even the successful removal of a conditional must not be accom- 
panied by other dire results and it has already been shown that 
the total grades for the second quarter were not more than for 
the first. Thus it must be evident that any improvement in the 
conditional subject was accompanied by a falling off in one or 
more other subjects at the same time. Thus, the apparent im- 
provement is due only to a more careful distribution of the 
pupil's energy and a nearer approach to the "dead-line" in some 
other subject (Fig. 1, B). 

5. The number of failures made the first quarter was 27 
while the number made the next quarter was 66. This shows 
a marked increase in failures and indicates that some of the 
conditionals of the first quarter may have appeared as failures 
in the second. The pupil who was successful with a conditional 
during the first quarter may have taken a little more leeway the 
second quarter and this may have resulted disastrously (Fig. 
1, D). 

6. When the grades of the second quarter are compared 
with those of the first it is observed that 237 grades were raised 
the second quarter while 245 were lowered. This, in connection 
with the first point discussed, is quite significant in that it shows 
that any seeming improvement in the conditional subject is offset 
by even a more decided falling off in more than one other sub- 
ject. This shows that the pupil concentrates his energies on 
the conditional subject at the expense of the other subjects (Fig. 
1, E). 
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7. If the last three totals are examined together, it is ob- 
served that the pupils average over 0.68 of one conditional per 
quarter and nearly 0.39 of one failure. In other words, there 
is more than one-fourth of their work which is below grade, 
since the estimate here made is on approximately four subjects 
per quarter. They have not been able to carry full work during 
any particular quarter and yet a conditional assumes that they 
are expected to carry more than this amount the following 
quarter. This might be reasonable if the pupil had been sub- 
jected to some extraordinary handicap during the first quarter, 
but the great number of cases here recorded could hardly have 
a majority of them in the exceptional class. It seems to show 
a general condition as to the quality of work which these pupils 
generally do rather than a particular interference such as sick- 
ness (Fig. 1, F). 

8. Viewed as a whole, the moral influences may increase 
procrastination. The indications are that the plan does not 
inspire many pupils to greater effort but to a different adjust- 
ment of the same effort. This was shown in 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 
above. 

The students whose records are compiled here are readily 
classified into three groups: 

1. Those who made no failures during the first quarter but 
made one or more conditionals and passed the examination sat- 
isfactorily. 

2. Those whose conditionals the first quarter may have been 
accompanied by failures and who failed on all conditional ex- 
aminations. 

3. Those who may have had both conditionals and failures 
during the first quarter or who may have had more than one 
conditional and have passed on one and failed on the other. 

The first group has no experience with anything except 
successful conditionals. The second group has experience only 
with failures and unsuccessful conditionals. The third group 
has both experiences — failures and successful and unsuccessful 
conditionals. 

The figure which follows is intended to show in a graphic 
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way the points in discussion concerning the first group. This 
is the better group of students of those who made conditionals 
in that every one of them was successful in passing the examina- 
tion and none of them had a failure during the first quarter. 
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In Fig. 2, the following points are noticeable: 
i. These 87 pupils made fewer conditionals during the sec- 
ond quarter than they did in the first quarter. This is ex- 
plainable as before, in that the quarter with which they were 
started was one in which all of them made conditionals. These 
pupils made 377 conditionals in 627 quarters in school or an 
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average of 0.61 of a conditional per quarter. This is below the 
rate made by the whole group of 147 (Fig. 2, B and E). 

2. The same group of pupils made no failures the first quar- 
ter and 29 the second. They were selected because they made 
no failures the first quarter, which accounts for that, but the 
group made 170 failures in 627 quarters or an average of .27 
of a failure for each quarter. This group stood better with 
respect to failures than the whole group (Fig. 2, C and E). 

3. This group made 547 failures and conditionals in 627 
quarters in school, or an average of about 0.87 of one failure 
and conditional per quarter. The whole group made an average 
of about 1.07 failures and conditionals per quarter (Fig. 2, E). 

4. The total grades made the second quarter are less than 
those made the first quarter if the increase by conditional ex- 
aminations is neglected. With this added, the total only exceeds 
that of the preceding quarter by 670 (Fig. 2, A). 

5. When the grades which this group made the second quar- 
ter are compared with those which they made the first quarter, 
it is observed that 132 grades were raised while 143 were low- 
ered. These numbers are quite significant when it is remembered 
that everyone in this group was successful in removing his con- 
ditional, and yet it was accompanied by the fact that while doing 
so this same group fell back in 143 cases while they improved 
in only 132 cases (Fig. 2, D). 

This is again significant when it is observed that this is 
the only group of pupils of the three groups to which the condi- 
tional promotions were given which we could expect to profit 
by their use. Surely the conditional promotion could not be 
given in the hope that it would help the pupil who will fail 
to remove the condition. With this point of view, it seems 
hardly worth while to consider the other two groups. It may 
be said, however, that the other two groups have been treated 
just as this one, and that the only point of difference which they 
showed when compared with this was in the proportion of 
grades raised and lowered during the second quarter and in 
the total grades made during the first and second quarters. 

The group in which all failed to remove the conditional 
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showed its members to be quite weak students who were not 
or could not be stimulated by the receiving of a conditional pro- 
motion which they afterward failed to remove. Their total 
grades the first quarter were 7,475 while those of the second 
quarter were only 7,040, notwithstanding the fact that these 
27 pupils were repeating 33 subjects during the second quarter 
which they had had during the first. These same students only 
raised 35 grades during the second quarter while they low- 
ered 54. 

The group of 33 pupils which were subjected to both fail- 
ures and conditionals made a total of 8,440 percents during the 
first quarter and 8,590 during the second. This group also 
raised 61 grades during the second quarter while they lowered 
but 51. Here, again, it must be remembered that this group was 
repeating 40 subjects which they had had during the first quarter 
and therefore were carrying, on an average, less than three 
new subjects. 

After examining all of the material and comparing the 
groups, it seems fair to make the following deductions : 

1. The total school standing of these students does not show 
any improvement due to the use of conditioning promotions, if 
the proper additions and deductions are made in considering 
them. 

2. Any increase in a low grade is offset by a falling off in 
the grade of some other subject. 

3. More grades are lowered than are increased. 

4. Conditionals the first quarter show some tendency to lead 
to failures the next. 

5. Pupils who are successful with conditionals the first quar- 
ter seem to take a longer chance in making the grades of the 
following quarter. By this it is meant that they do not guard 
against a low grade so carefully as formerly. 

6. Pupils have the ability to learn where the "dead-line" 
is and put their energy where the danger is greatest. 

7. The plan of conditionals does not in most cases show 
the desired results for those who are successful in removing 
them and it is not intended to help those who are not. 
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8. Something about the system seems to handicap those who 
fail to remove the conditionals so that they are unable to recover 
during the following quarter. 

9. The fact that the pupil has an opportunity to make a low 
grade without immediate failure may result in his making such 
a grade and hoping to overcome it later, for 75 per cent of them 
do so. This may account for the falling off in other subjects 
while the conditional is being removed. 

10. There is some evidence to the effect that some of these 
pupils have acquired the habit of taking as many days of grace 
as may be allowed and occasionally exceeding the limit. 

11. The plan seems questionable in that its method provides 
a period of relaxation and lack of immediate responsibility which 
may need to be followed by one of stress and excessive mental 
exertion. 

12. The plan seems further questionable in that it may culti- 
vate the habit of procrastination, and leave lasting tendencies to 
be slothful. 

Finally, then, it does not seem to the writer that this plan 
of conditional promotions has proven successful in the majority 
of cases examined in this investigation. ' However, I do not think 
this is, in any sense, generally conclusive. Two other investi- 
gations might throw much light on the question in hand it seems. 
If an investigation could be made in a system where pupils are 
either given straight failures or clear passes and 147 cases which 
barely failed could be examined and the results compared with 
these, some points might stand out much more clearly. If another 
investigation in which 147 cases of those who barely passed in 
such a system could be studied and compared with those of the 
other two investigations even more light might be shed on the 
somewhat perplexing question. In any case it should be clear 
that this is an investigation of the conditional promotions in a 
single high school which may or may not have very different 
conditions to meet from those of many other high schools. And 
while the indications seem rather definite in this case it might 
prove very different in the investigation of other schools. 



